Introduction Both deterministic and stochastic processes are believed to be important in structuring patterns of community similarity in natural environments (Robinson et al. 2000) . Recently, however, there has been considerable debate on the relative importance of these processes in explaining patterns of beta diversity (Bell, 2001 ; Condit ct ah, 2002; Duivenvoorden, 2002; Whitfield, 2002; Wright, 2002 (Clergeau et ah, 2001 ). Distance played an important role in predicting patterns of plant community similarity in Central and South American lowland rainforests (Condit et ah, 2002 
